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Sustainability of AHRC-funded digital resources 

1. The following is a development of an earlier paper on the same subject, and of the 
paper prepared for the Research Committee a year ago on the consequences of the 
withdrawal of funding for the Arts and Humanities Data Service (AHDS). Since then the ICT 
Programme  has completed its survey of the 173 projects with digital outputs funded by the 
Resource Enhancement (RE) Scheme until shortly before its end in 2006. The results of the 
survey are summarized here and synthesized with the discussion in the earlier papers. A  full 
paper on the survey is at http://www.ahrcict.rdg.ac.uk/activities/review/sustainability.htm, 
together with the earlier papers referred to. 

Background 

2. These 173 projects with digital outputs constitute the great majority (88%) of those 
funded under the RE scheme, representing a total expenditure of almost £40m and an 
average cost of £228,155. In virtually all cases the digital output was the primary output of 
the project. A large number of projects also produce digital outputs under the Standard 
Research Grants (SRG) scheme: 208 awarded up to the end of 2006 have completed the 
Technical Appendix, representing a total expenditure of almost £55m, though the proportion 
of the total is much lower (about 25%), and in many if not most cases the digital outputs 
seem to be ancillary to other work. It is worth noting, however, that after the end of the RE 
scheme the proportion of SRG projects including digital outputs increased substantially, 
suggesting that more RE type digital output is now being funded under the SRG scheme. 
We can therefore assume that all the digital outputs of the RE scheme are worth preserving 
for the medium-to-long term, plus some significant proportion of those of the SRG scheme. 
Both RE and SRG projects with digital outputs are on average roughly one-third more 
expensive than those without. 

3. The problem of sustainability depends to a large extent on the nature of the digital 
resource in question. The great majority of RE digital outputs take the form of on-line 
searchable databases with interactive user interfaces providing direct access to research 
resources, in many cases including multi-media data. The next largest category is that of on-
line catalogues, for instance of library or manuscript collections.  Together the two categories 
constitute all but a tiny number of RE digital outputs. SRG digital outputs include a good 
number in these two categories, but we do not know in what proportion. The second 
category generally do not present significant sustainability problems, at least as far as the 
RE grants are concerned, since the on-line catalogues are generally incorporated into larger 
library catalogues that are routinely maintained by their university owners. The problems 
presented by on-line searchable databases are generally much greater. Some of them are 
developed and maintained by specialist digital-resource centres, within or outside 
universities, but a great many by university departments or similar entities without a great 
deal of digital expertise; only a very tiny number were held in their full form by the AHDS. Yet 
all require regular technical updating, at least every three to five years, if they are to remain 
functional as the digital environment evolves around them. We shall come back shortly to 
grant-holders’ views on the prospects for such updating in the medium-to-long term. 

4. Before considering these, we need to remember the precise roles of the AHDS, while it 
existed, in relation to digital outputs funded by the AHRB/C: (i) it advised applicants and 
award-holders on standards and best practices in data creation; (ii) it helped the Panels 
assess applications; (iii) it provided a permanent repository for the outputs; and (iv) it 
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provided access to the outputs through its catalogue. In two essential respects these roles 
were limited, however: the advice it gave under (i) was not generally sought, though always 
available, by projects once the award had been made; and for the majority category of RE 
outputs, that of the on-line searchable databases, its role in relation to (iii) and (iv) generally 
involved only the underlying data components of the resources, not the user interface. The 
latter limitation was a consequence of the AHRB/C’s policy of allowing grant-holders to 
develop and maintain their resources in a wide variety of technical formats and, as we have 
seen, in a wide  variety of locations: the AHDS was only rarely asked to collaborate in the 
development and delivery of projects, and thus did not have the funding to provide an on-line 
platform for any but a very few of them. Even before the closure of the AHDS, therefore, 
there were potentially serious sustainability problems for the user interfaces of the on-line 
searchable resources, yet it is on the user interface that of the functionality and much of the 
intellectual value of the resources depend. In the year or so before the closure of the AHDS 
the ICT Programme spent some time with the AHDS on developing proposals to solve this 
problem, at least as far as future data development projects were concerned. This involved 
the establishment of a common technical framework and the institution of a network of 
expert centres working with the AHDS in close collaboration. The proposals were put 
forward in my first paper on sustainability to the Research Committee, but were overtaken by 
events. 

The Survey 

5. After extensive desk research, the ICT Programme conducted a questionnaire survey of 
all digital resources funded through the RE Scheme from its start in November 2000 to May 
2006 (after which only a tiny number of projects received awards). Questionnaires were sent 
to 173 projects to elicit grant-holders’ views on the sustainability of their outputs and related 
matters; 115 replies were received. Of these the greatest number were websites with online 
searchable databases (83), followed by online catalogues (23). All but 23 of the total were 
hosted on university websites, including specialist centres or libraries and the Arts and 
Humanities Data Service..  

6. Technical sustainability involves the provision of an appropriate digital environment to 
host a resource and the need to update the resource’s technical format as the environment 
is updated around it. Views on this varied considerably according to the type of host. PIs 
have the most confidence in their university library to maintain their digital resource, followed 
closely by external specialist centres. Specialist centres internal to the university and other 
university hosts enjoyed less confidence. All projects hosted at the AHDS expressed grave 
concerns for their project’s sustainability in the light of the AHDS closure. Concerns about 
sustainability also varied according to type of resource. The great majority of online 
catalogue projects had no concerns; about half of the 80 online searchable projects did.  Our 
impression is that many projects in the last category did not plan in detail from the beginning 
how to sustain their outputs. 

7. Concerns expressed included: the short term nature of hosting contracts with external 
providers; absence of funding for technical support; payment of future license fees for 
images and other material; staffing issues, especially loss of technical staff. Means used for 
keeping resources technically up-to-date included work by PIs on a voluntary basis and the 
use of funds (and sometimes staff) from later projects. A few universities provide dedicated 
support for this. 

8. Academic updating of the content of resources is required by the vast majority of 
projects (92/115), of which about half envisage difficulty in carrying this out, mostly because 
of the non-availability of funding. Many projects carry it out on a voluntary basis, some with 
the help of funding from new projects; in a few cases users help. 
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9. On related matters, over half the respondents to our questionnaire (65/115) said they 
were collecting usage statistics for their web resource, or had plans to do so once the site 
went live. Responses regarding publicity and promotion ranged from those that had received 
national media interest, to those who did not advertise their resource at all, due to lack of 
resources. Most PIs publicized their work to their subject communities, at conferences and 
so forth.  

10. We categorized PIs’ comments on the technical support provided by their institution for 
digital projects from Excellent to None (i.e. no support). Of the 109 who answered this 
question 34 were categorized as Excellent, 23 Good, 28 Acceptable, 19 Minimal, 5 None. 
About two-thirds of respondents in the first three categories hosted their resource at their 
own institutions; rather fewer in the last two categories did so.  

New National Developments 

11. At the time of writing the former AHDS Executive and Centres have some continuity of 
existence, in that many of their staff and some of their functions are being continued and 
supported by their host institutions. This means that AHRC-funded resources that had 
already been deposited at the AHDS will for the moment remain available. However these 
probably represent well under half the total number of RE projects funded, and the 
willingness of the Centres to accept new material is very far from assured, with or without 
charging. 

12. Nationally developments are taking place which may in the longer-term provide a 
solution to the problems of research data preservation, but not for some time to come. JISC 
is promoting an agenda for the establishment of Institutional Repositories in HEIs and 
building elements of a systematic infrastructure for them. Many universities now have one, 
but with very few exceptions these are set up to preserve and make accessible research 
literature, particularly e-prints of scholarly and scientific articles, not research data. More 
may be able to host research data in the future. 

13. Alongside this agenda, the UK Research Data Service Feasibility Study (UKRDS: 

http://www.ukrds.ac.uk/), a joint project between RLUK (the Consortium of Research 

Libraries in the UK and Ireland), and RUGIT (the Russell Group IT Directors Group), and 
funded by HEFCE, is assessing the feasibility and costs of developing and maintaining a 
national shared digital research data service for UK Higher Education sector. It has taken the 
decision not to recommend establishing a fully centralized data management service (which 
would be hugely problematic), and instead is developing a model which will provide a 
framework designed to improve the coherence and promote the development of existing 
service delivery and use, address gaps in existing provision, and provide better training and 
advice for researchers and other data providers and users. The project is about to produce 
its report. This will recommend that where researchers and funders agree that the project 
has produced data sets have a value that justifies their medium-to-long-term curation and 
preservation, then it should implement a Data Management Plan, which will lay out in detail 
the management of the data set through its life cycle. The project is beginning to seek 
support from the research councils for an initial programme of work termed the “Pathfinder” 
implementation. In the case of AHRC the project would welcome a commitment in principle 
to modify the Technical Appendix, at least for a limited number of projects involved in the 
Pathfinder stage, to meet the agreed standards that will emerge for data management plans 
and to fund the work within research projects to deliver data sets that meet the plans 
approved in each case.  

14. At some point in the future, therefore, some combination of a UKRDS and Institutional 
Repositories may be able to take the place of the AHDS in respect of Arts and Humanities  
(henceforth A&H) research data preservation, though whether it will ever be able to deal with 

http://www.ukrds.ac.uk/
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the problems of the on-line searchable databases will depend on, among other things, the 
extent to which these are prepared within a common technical framework. There remains, 
however, a serious sustainability problem for the intervening period.  

15. A further recent development is the so-called Transition Project funded by JISC until 
August 2010 with a more modest contribution from the ICT Programme: a set of services 
whose purpose is to ease the transition from the system of centralized support which ended 
with the termination of funding for the AHDS and the AHRC ICT Methods Network in March 
2008. These are hosted at the Centre for e-Research, King's College London and aim to 
keep alive the knowledge resources and communities of practitioners that the AHDS and the 
Methods Network developed. They 

 continue and develop the JISC-funded ICTGuides on-line knowledge base of training 
and methodological resources in the use of ICT for A&H research, together with a 
national register of related research projects; 

 continue and develop the AHRC ICT Methods Network's system of on-line support 
resources for virtual communities of practitioners in the use of ICT for A&H research, at 
the site arts-humanities.net; ICTGuides will in due course be incorporated in this; 

 facilitate the establishment of a national Network of Expert Centres in digital A&H.  

For details, see http://www.ahrcict.rdg.ac.uk/new_projects/. There is also continued JISC 
funding for the same period for the A&H e-Science Support Centre, which is part of the joint 
AHRC-EPSRC-JISC A&H e-Science Initiative, and promotes, supports and disseminates the 
application of advanced ICT methods to A&H research (http://www.ahessc.ac.uk/). These 
funded services, as long as they last, can all help current and future AHRC data creation 
projects by providing access to relevant knowledge resources and to the relevant 
communities. On the other hand they do not provide the individual advice on data creation 
and preservation previously available from the AHRC, nor do they have any research data 
repository function.  

16. There is potentially a key role for the Network of Expert Centres referred to above, 
which is being developed to help its members support each other through the exchange of 
expertise, the promotion of standards, best practices and a common agenda, and the 
enhancement of their public profile. We shall suggest in the last section how such centres 
could more be used more effectively for future data creation projects. 

Further considerations 

17. In preparation for the AHRC’s Fundamental Review of ICT Strategy, which was planned 
for 2006 but never took place, the ICT Programme commissioned three reports under its ICT 
Strategy Projects scheme, all of which have significant implications for the issue of 
sustainability. The reports are (i) Claire Warwick, LAIRAH: Log Analysis of Internet 
Resources in the Arts and Humanities; (ii) David Bates, Peer Review and evaluation of 
digital resources for the arts and humanities; (iii) Lesly Huxley, Gathering Evidence: Current 
ICT Use and Future Needs for Arts and Humanities Research: the full texts are available at 
http://www.ahrcict.rdg.ac.uk/activities/strategy_projects/reports/. 

18. The first concluded, from a survey and follow-up discussions, that a number of AHRC-
funded resources were little-used, often at least in part because of inadequacies in their 
preparation and presentation. Insufficient thought was given to resources’ public profile, and 
their purpose was sometimes not clear to users. Few projects kept formal documentation or 
made it easily available, few carried out user testing, and few had given much thought to the 
problems of sustainability and reusability. The second study proposed a multi-stage 

http://www.kcl.ac.uk/iss/cerch/
http://www.ahds.ac.uk/ictguides/
http://www.arts-humanities.net/
http://www.ahrcict.rdg.ac.uk/new_projects/networkofcentres/index.htm
http://www.ahrcict.rdg.ac.uk/new_projects/
http://www.ahessc.ac.uk/
http://www.ahrcict.rdg.ac.uk/activities/strategy_projects/reports/
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evaluation method for digital outputs that could remedy the deficiencies observed by the first 
through a process of peer review comparable to, but different from, that applied to quality 
print publications, and involving both academic and technical assessment. This study also 
underlined the need for adequate project documentation and the insufficiency of current 
provision for sustainability, and concluded that the current Technical Appendix was no longer 
a reliable indicator of the robustness of methodology or project planning. The third study, a 
broader survey of A&H researchers’ use of, and need for, ICT resources, found among other 
things that while generic ICT training and technical assistance in HEIs was good, subject-
specific advice and support was perceived as low, and related resources often not available; 
sustainability of data resources was also widely perceived as a problem. This corroborates 
some of the findings of our own survey as summarized above. 

19. Taken together with our RE survey, these studies all point to the need for the future 
AHRC funding of digital resource outputs to impose more robust requirements concerning 
not only sustainability but also visibility, quality assurance, reusability, user-testing and 
documentation. Two further related considerations, an increasingly prominent subject of 
discussion in the ICT world, also need to be kept in mind: harmonization and interoperability. 
The great limitation of the vast majority of digital resources available in the humanities and 
arts is that they are all self-contained systems that can only be used on their own. Yet as a 
general principle it is clear that the value of data increases to the extent that it can be 
connected with other data. Some of this connection can be achieved through the 
development of new integration technologies, but integration also requires data to be 
prepared in a format that facilitates it. Future funded data projects should all be designed so 
as to maximize their potential in this respect. 

Conclusions and recommendations 

20. It is reasonable to assume that all, or virtually all, AHRC-funded data resources will 
remain available and fully functional for at least three years, and often for much longer, after 
the end of the funding period. But our survey shows that a substantial proportion of RE 
projects see serious threats to their sustainability in the future, and there may well be many 
others for whom such  threats exist without their being aware of it. In the longer term 
Institutional Repositories and/or the UKRDS may provide a solution to this problem, but this 
is some way off, and is not in any case guaranteed, nor may it be able to deal with projects 
created according to older standards. There is therefore a very serious risk that a significant 
number of RE and other AHRC-funded outputs will cease to be fully functional in the not-too-
distant future, and a less serious but still considerable risk that their underlying data will also 
be lost. Given this, the AHRC would be wise to establish a modest funding stream providing 
small grants for the technical updating of already-funded outputs, in return for serious 
guarantees of quality and sustainability, and possibly including provision for deposit 
“dowries” to be paid to specialist data centres in return for a sustainability guarantee. 

21. At the same time a modest funding stream could be established for updating the 
academic content of existing funded resources. This is less urgent, since the resources, if 
kept technically up-to-date, would remain available and useful without it. But it is a need 
keenly felt by a number of projects, and it is clear that it cannot always continue to be met 
without additional funding. 

22. The AHRC should engage seriously with the UKRDS, and consider modest increases to 
the cost of a limited number of future data creation projects in order to conform with the 
proposed Pathfinder-stage Data Management Plan.  

23. There are also lessons to be learnt from all this about future data creation projects, a 
substantial number of which continue to be funded, now that the Resource Enhancement 
scheme is finished, through standard research grants. The Technical Appendix needs to be 
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strengthened to provide stronger guarantees of sustainability and to ensure the adoption of 
best practices regarding visibility, quality assurance, and reusability. But this might best be 
applied only to data resources intended for publication and re-use, as opposed to data 
outputs that are only subsidiary to the project’s research, for which a reduced Technical 
Appendix could be used. In the former case, applicants should also be encouraged to make 
full  allowance in project budgets for the cost of optimizing resources for preservation and 
quality, including possible one-off payments to cover long-term hosting and updating.  

24. Steps need to be taken to encourage the use of appropriate consultancy services by 
applicants, since it is clear that the required level of expertise is not available in most 
institutions and that a number of projects have suffered through this lack. Applicants should 
be encouraged whenever necessary to make centres of expertise outside their institutions 
funded partners in their projects, thus helping to ensure that they receive the necessary 
technical advice both at the application stage and during the life of the project. This has been 
the practice of a number of Resource Enhancement projects, and ought to be extended 
more widely. The Network of Expert Centres could play a key support role in this connection, 
as indicated earlier. 

25. Until the end of the AHDS and the AHRC ICT Methods Network in March 2008, the UK 
had the strongest system of national support services in the world for ICT-related research in 
the A&H. But while the AHRC continues to fund ICT-related research projects to an 
exemplary extent, the provision of support services, apart from the continued funding of the 
Archaeology Data Service, is now reduced to the JISC-funded Transition Project and A&H e-
Science Support Service. This JISC funding is of the order of £250k p.a. and ends in less 
than two years. It is most unlikely that it will be renewed, as it falls under a category of 
activities that JISC are able to support as development projects, but is too discipline-specific 
to justify continuation on a permanent service basis. By providing a knowledge base and 
community support, these services will help to keep UK ICT-related A&H research at the 
forefront of international developments, making up for the general lack of similar resources 
at institution level. Since it is unlikely that the degree of institution-level support will be any 
better in two years’ time, the AHRC should seriously consider taking over the funding of 
these services when the JISC grant ends. 
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